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Introduction 



Of the two species of seal which inhabit the seas around Britain, the grey and 
the common, the former {Hatichoerus grypus) has been the subject of deep 
interest and some concern since sometime before the first Grey Seals Protection 
Act of 1914. At that time the species was believed to be in considerable danger 
of extinction since the total surviving population was stated, although with 
little authority, to be as low as 500 individuals. The Act provided for an annual 
close season from 1st October to 15th December in order to cover the time 
when the adult population gather at their breeding areas and both young and 
adults are for a period vulnerable to attack and exploitation. In 1927 Professor 
James Ritchie and Mr. W. L. Calderwood estimated the population around 
most of Scotland, but excluding the Orkneys and Shetland and the Fame 
Islands, at between 4,000 and 5,000, with about 1,000 pups bom each year. 
In 1932 the second Grey Seals Protection Act was passed extending the close 
season from 1st September to 31st December but provision was made for the 
suspension of the close season for periods of twelve months by Order made 
by the Minister of Agriculture and Fisheries in England or by the Secretary 
of State in Scotland. 

From its early days the Nature Conservancy took a particular interest in the 
grey seal, the largest wild animal in Britain. From 1956 the Natural History 
Society of Northumberland, Durham and Newcastle upon Tyne, and the West 
Wales Field Society have received grants to study seal behaviour on the Fame 
Islands, and on the Pembrokeshire coast. In addition some of the main breeding 
colonies of grey seals in the Hebrides and around the Scottish coasts were 
studied by scientists of the University of London with grant-aid from the 
Conservancy and by members of the Conservancy’s own staff based at Edin- 
burgh. Much of this work consisted of tagging young seals in order to ascertain 
their range of movement. Studies were also undertaken on the breeding biology 
of seals, and on the damage to salmon fisheries on the Berwickshire and 
Northumberland coast. 

Meanwhile the damage by seals to fisheries, particularly the salmon fisheries 
along the east coast of Scotland, was causing growing concern, and. scientists 
of the Department of Agriculture and Fisheries for Scotland developed a 
programme of seal research especially related to fisheries. Their results provide 
much of the factual basis for several sections of the Report. Account has been 
taken also of observations and studies on seals by officers of the Ministry of 
Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, and by a number of private individuals. 

The Nature Conservancy, as the Government’s principal adviser on matters 
of wild life, was asked to propose measures to counter the apparently increasing 
amount of damage. The Conservancy kept a close watch on the problem from 
1954 onwards and tendered interim advice on several occasions, but it was soon 
apparent that much more research was needed both into the life-cycle and habits 
of seals and into the extent and nature of the damage done. There was the 
added problem that whilj grey seals were on land, research on them was the 
responsibility of the Nature Conservancy, but when the seals were in the sea 
it became a matter of fisheries research. Therefore at the suggestion of the 
Conservancy, the Treasury approved, on the recommendation of the Develop- 
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ment Commission, as the body which has powers to grant-aid and supervise 
fisheries research, a grant to the Conservancy for three years commencing 
1st October, 1959. It was thus made possible for investigations on grey seals 
and their effects on fisheries to be intensified by the appointment of a special 
research officer who was based on the Nature Conservancy’s Scottish Head- 
quarters in Edinburgh. 

The grant was subject to the condition that a Consultative Committee should 
be appointed, and this Committee was set up in August 1959 with the following 
terms of reference; 

1. To consider and approve for submission annually to the Advisory 
Committee on Fishery Research of the Development Commission and 
the Scientific Policy Committee of the Nature Conservancy a detailed 
programme of research on grey seals in relation to the fisheries. 

2. To give advice and guidance when necessary to the staff appointed 
to carry out the programme, and to give general oversight to the 
investigations. 

3. To advise on the facilities needed for the work. 

4. To take into account other research being done on grey seals. 

5. To approve the terms of progress reports which will be submitted 
annually to the Treasury, the Development Commission, the Nature 
Conservancy and the Fisheries Departments and to approve the terms of 
a final report on the investigations.’ 

Membership of the Consultative Committee consists of: 

Representative members 

Dr. E. B. Worthington (Nature Conservancy), Chairman. 

Dr, C. E. Lucas, C.M.G. (Department of Agriculture and Fisheries for 
Scotland). 

Mr. F. T. K. Pentelow (Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food). 
Independent members 

Dr. L. Harrison Matthews, F.R.S. (Zoological Society of London). 

Dr. R. M. Laws (National Institute of Oceanography). 

Captain J. de B. Stansfeld (Association of Scottish District Salmon Fishery 
Boards). 

All these members have served continuously but Dr. Laws has been unable 
to attend meetings latterly, owing to his working overseas. 

Although the remit of the Committee was primarily to supervise research on 
the problems of grey seals and fisheries the Committee has interpreted this to 
include the submission of recommendations on the subject when these were 
justified by results. This happened in 1962 before the end of the three-year 
period originally proposed for the investigation, and in view of the continued 
pressures and opinions expressed on the subject, the Committee have thought 
fit to make recommendations at this stage. 

The purpose of this Report is to summarise the evidence as a background 
for the recommendations which are contained in Section 10 on pages 9-13. 
The evidence is presented in more complete form in a series of supporting 
papers, the substance of which is intended for publication in due course in 
appropriate scientific journals. 

I would draw attention particularly to the Committee’s recommendation No. 1 
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that the research on grey seals and fisheries be continued. The three years for 
which grant-aid from the Development Fund was originally given came to an 
end on 30th September, 1962, but, in view of this recommendation, an appli- 
cation from the Conservancy for funds to enable research to continue for a 
fourth year, and, subject to agreement, probably for several years thereafter, 
has been favourably considered by the Development Commission and the 
Departments. 

I would draw special attention also to recommendation No. 3 that, in addition 
to stepping up measures designed to protect fishing gear and nets from depre- 
dations by seals, a control of the breeding population of grey seals for an 
experimental period should be initiated on the two colonies of the Orkney and 
Fame Islands, from which it is now known that seals causing the damage to 
fisheries on the east coast of Scotland are derived. To enable such control to 
be undertaken it will be necessary to make Suspension Orders under the 
Grey Seals Protection Act, 1932, for the five years during which it is proposed 
that the operations will be carried out (recommendation No. 5). 

Finally, emphasis must be laid on the need (recommendation No. 4) for 
collecting additional data which would indicate the results of the proposed 
control operations, both on the population of seals and on the damage to 
fisheries. The latter is a matter on which the Conservancy would need to rely 
to a large extent on the Fisheries Departments. 

TTie Report has been approved by the Nature Conservancy and is published 
with the agreement of the Minister of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food and the 
Secretary of State for Scotland. 

E. B. WORTHINGTON 

Chairman of Consultative Committee 
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